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With Colombian municipal elections just weeks away, the government is considering suspending
balloting in at least 15 cities because some candidates are suspected of having accepted campaign
funds from drug traffickers. Adding to the pre-election tensions is an increase in violent attacks
by paramilitary groups and rebel organizations. In fact, the government claims the guerrillas are
deliberately trying to disrupt the elections. Colombians go to the polls Oct. 30 to elect provincial
governors in 32 states, mayors in 1,036 cities, plus an array of other town and city officials. However,
over the past two weeks local news reports have centered on charges that drug traffickers are
subverting the elections in order to win control over towns in six provinces along the Middle
Magdalena river valley, long considered a center of drug activity. According to the news reports,
drug traffickers have contributed to the campaigns of several politicians from these areas in an
attempt to buy political power.
On Oct. 15, media reports regarding drug-tainted campaign funds were confirmed by Colombian
Defense Minister Fernando Botero. "Unfortunately we have detected links between some of the
candidates who are aspiring to various mayoralties...and illicit drug trafficking activity," said Botero.
"There are some 15-20 cities where we are considering suspending elections." According to Botero,
investigations by security forces indicated that, in several cities within the Valle del Cauca Province
where the Cali Cartel is based, cocaine traffickers have contributed funds to a number of political
campaigns. President Ernesto Samper reiterated the possibility of canceling elections in some
areas. "I would prefer not to have to suspend elections anywhere but...if it is proven that fraud or
coercion is occurring, the government will ask that they be canceled," said Samper during an Oct. 15
television interview.
Samper's own Aug. 7 inauguration was also marred by charges that his campaign had received
large donations from the Cali drug cartel. Other incidents as well are contributing to the shaky
pre-election atmosphere. Two mayoral candidates have been assassinated. Others have received
threats from both right- wing paramilitary and leftist guerrilla forces who oppose their candidacy.
In addition, members of the Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN) forces allegedly attacked six
police posts located in poor sections of Bogota, wounding three police agents and killing two rebels.
Government officials claim that such attacks by members of the ELN and the Fuerzas Armadas
Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) form part of a campaign to disrupt the elections and pressure
the government to reopen peace negotiations. Indeed, the guerrillas have deliberately attacked
electoral infrastructure, and intimidated candidates and officials connected to the election process.
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